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Abstract

Service Learning is steadily becoming a more utilized method of teaching in
collegiate settings and thus the purpose of this research was to (1) Examine how service
learning in a collegiate recreation program may or may not benefit students academically
and personally and (2) Determine if therapeutic recreation students perceive service
learning to be more beneficial than other concentrations in the recreation field. It was
hypothesized that service learning would benefit undergraduate and graduate students
both academically and personally and that undergraduate therapeutic recreation majors
would perceive service learning to be more beneficial than other concentrations. The
findings supported both hypotheses. Students reported service learning as unanimously
beneficial, both academically and personally and therapeutic recreation students
perceived service learning as more beneficial than other concentrations. In conclusion,
service learning is perceived as a beneficial educational process and its use should be
continued in the recreation programs curriculum. More research is necessary to determine
if service learning is beneficial in all collegiate recreation programs across all available
concentrations. More research is also needed to enhance understanding of how learning is
enhanced by service.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The unique pedagogy of service learning is becoming a commonly researched
topic among social scientists due to its complexity and multi-faceted applications in
higher education. Service learning works because it supports the construction of
knowledge through student reflection on experience, development of new
conceptualizations, and experimenting with the new conceptualizations (Bringle
&Hatcher, 1999; Conway et al., 2009). However, collegiate faculty in all academic
disciplines are still fighting the battle to prove service learnings value in higher education
while simultaneously attempting to perfect the pedagogy of service for their particular
discipline. To accurately display the amount of research conducted there are more than
147 definitions of service-learning in the literature (Elyer & Giles, 1999). However, for
the purposes of this study, service learning will defined as “providing a means of linking
the academic with the practical” and an “opportunity to connect service experience to the
intellectual content of the classroom” (Astin et. al., 2000, p. 1).
Even though the pedagogy of service learning has been thoroughly studied,
service learning still has many facets that have yet to be researched. According to Gallini
and Moley (2003) there has been few studies investigating service learnings impact on
student retention and “relatively few studies examining the direct and objective evidence
of service learning outcomes” (Strage, 2000, p. 6). Also, there has been minimal research
“exploring the effects of service learning on the cognitive and affective development of
college graduates” (Astin et. al., 2000, p.1). Due to the scant amount of valid and reliable
1

research available discussing the cognitive and affective effects and overall effectiveness
of service learning, this study will contribute and hopefully result in bridging the gap
between the institutions of higher education and preparing students for employment after
graduation.
Specifically, this study will determine if (1) undergraduate and graduate students
in a collegiate recreation program will perceive service learning as being academically
and/or personally beneficial and (2) determine if Therapeutic Recreation (TR)
concentration students perceived service learning to be more personally and academically
beneficial then Non-TR concentrations.
Students benefit from service learning through the acquisition of qualities critical
to the professional world such as cooperation, democratic citizenship and moral
responsibility. Service learning also helps students connect to the wider community and
prepares them to meet society’s urgent needs (Astin et. al., 2000). The faculty at Eastern
Kentucky University (EKU), the setting for this study, is committed to, and strongly
believes in, providing a combination of theory and experience to prepare and motivate
students for successful employment.
In accordance with most academic institutional missions, the ultimate goal for
service learning is to produce competent, confident and competitive professionals
through the means of service learning and real world experience.
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Importance of Service Learning
This research is critical because service learning can provide students an
invaluable and rare glimpse into the wider community, and most importantly prepare
students to meet society’s urgent and ever-changing needs (Astin et al., 2000). This
research is also significant because a recent study of federally funded service learning
programs pointed out that “at the institutional level, the most serious obstacle to
expanding and sustaining service programs is faculty resistance to service learning”
(Gray et. al., 1999, p. 19). Many faculty are skeptical of the educational value of service
learning and are reluctant to experiment with this novel teaching technique due to the
large amount of time investment required to make it effective. Therefore, another
anticipated result of this research is that faculty may gain a broader understanding of how
service learning takes place and may be more likely to support service learning if
empirical evidence documenting its educational value is available (Astin et al., 2000).
The importance of service learning in student education has been discussed for
nearly 70 years (Dewey, 1938). Current advocates of service learning methodologies
believe community service work and education may be reciprocal, providing an enriching
experience for both the students and the agency involved (Ferrari & Worrall, 2000).
Many professors perceive that this pedagogical approach to learning parallels most
collegiate institutions definitive mission statement, which is to aid students in becoming
more competent and polished professionals through teaching and providing realistic
experiences that the students will refer to and utilize throughout their personal and
professional lives. It is through the provision of these realistic experiences that the
3

students will become empowered and assume a more direct role in the direction and
intensity of their higher education, which may result in numerous service learning
benefits.
Positive and Negative Outcomes of Service Learning
Due to the multi-faceted applications of service learning, positive outcomes
include, but are not limited to, the following: fostering student’s civic responsibility,
acceptance of diversity, developing leadership skills, and assuming roles in their
community as committed and engaged citizens (Strage, 2000). Academically,
participation in service learning has been identified as an important contributor to
student’s engagement in and commitment (retention) to school (Sax and Astin, 1997).
Cognitively, participation in service learning has helped students develop better critical
thinking and problem solving skills (Strage, 2000). Socially, participation in service
learning has been identified as having a considerable impact on student’s moral, socialcognitive and emotional development (Strage, 2000). Lastly, service learning has helped
students establish a positive perception of lifelong learning (Ferrari and Worrall, 2000).
The positive outcomes mentioned above are numerous, but the key to the success
of service learning is maintaining “a well-organized and coordinated partnership between
the campus and the community, with the instructor tailoring the service experience to the
educational agenda, and community representatives ensuring that the student’s service
learning experience is consistent with their goals (Zlotkowski, 1999, p. 4). In addition,
well-designed service learning activities should: (a) intentionally link the service
experience to course based learning objectives, (b) be structured, (c) occur regularly, (d)
4

allow feedback and assessment, and (e) include the clarification of values (Hatcher &
Bringle, 1997; Bringle & Hatcher 1999). If the service learning activity is not structured
or adequately planned, service learning could produce negative outcomes. Eby (1998)
points out that poorly planned service-learning may individualize social issues, deemphasizing structural components and causes, and thereby reinforce student’s views that
community members are deficient. Also, there is the possibility that service learning can
exaggerate the volunteer’s importance, thus resulting in ignoring resources within the
community. As a result, Eby (1998) cautions that an inadequately planned and organized
experience might actually reinforce students’ stereotypic thinking and increase their
perceived distance from the community.
Versatility of Service Learning
Service learning can be applied to many settings including schools, universities,
community faith-based organizations, non-profit sectors, private sectors, and government
agencies. Within these settings, service learning opportunities can be classified into three
different categories: volunteerism, field education and internship (Furco, 1996). For the
purposes of this study, the only category that applied is field education.
According to Furco (1996), field education can be defined as programs that
provide students with co-curricular service opportunities that are related, but not fully
integrated, with their formal academic studies. Students perform the service as part of a
program that is designed primarily to enhance students understanding of a field of study,
while also providing substantial emphasis on the service being provided. Field education
plays a vital role in many professional fields by honing the student’s precise skills and
5

maximizing student learning in their specific field of study. Maximizing students’
learning is ultimately meant to produce more competent and confident professionals.
Through the required participation of field education, which is a sub-category of service
learning, student subjects in this study had a sufficient and varied amount of service
learning experiences to draw from. Thus, the purpose of this study is to understand the
effectiveness of service learning in a collegiate recreation program setting and use the
findings to help support service learning advocates claims related to its usefulness and
value.

6

CHAPTER 2
Literature Review: Introduction
The research regarding more broad categories such as the benefits and drawbacks
of service learning is immense. However, there is limited research on more specified
research topics, such as how service learning affects students in a collegiate recreation
program setting. The information presented throughout this chapter will inform the reader
about: (a) past research conducted on the topic of service learning in university settings,
(b) past research conducted on the topic of service learning in collegiate recreation
programs and why service learning is important to the recreation profession, and (c) an
overview of EKU’s RPA concentrations with a specific emphasis on Therapeutic
Recreation and why TR students may perceive service learning to be more beneficial than
Non-TR students.
Service Learning in University Settings
For the last several decades, service learning has emerged as a powerful pedagogy
for enhancing student learning, engaging students in the classroom, and enhancing
students’ sense of civic responsibility (Ehrlich, 2000). Hence, faculty members from
colleges across the United States are constantly trying to develop and perfect the service
learning pedagogy so their students will enhance their education outcomes and make
interdisciplinary connections (Cooper, 2014). As highlighted by the following examples,
faculty approaches to service learning are unique and varied to meet their goals.
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The University of Indianapolis has established a community programs center
which provides students, faculty, and staff with the opportunity to participate in many
varied service learning and volunteer activities. The center also provides information on
grants for service learning projects and course development, forms for recording
volunteer hours on academic transcripts, assistance in identifying and developing
community partnerships, resources and materials on service learning, community
partnerships and information on best service learning practices (University of
Indianapolis, n.d.). The University of Indianapolis is taking part in the service learning
movement and is providing invaluable and holistic academic experiences to its students
and staff.
Another university participating in the service learning approach is Georgia
Perimeter University. They too have a service learning center, named, the Atlanta Center
for Civic Engagement and Service Learning. It is mentioned on the Georgia Perimeter
University webpage that the primary focus of the service learning center on campus is to
help foster the spirit of civic engagement and is dedicated to helping students, faculty and
staff affect positive change in their communities by assisting them in the process of
turning theory into practice (Georgia Perimeter University, 2011). The university
encourages students to put into practice what they are taught in the classroom. As
deduced from the aforementioned research, practice is ultimately what produces more
competent and confident professionals.
Another university that is utilizing the service learning approach is Texas A&M
University. Their leadership and service center is a major element in their specific style
8

of teaching. The Texas A&M University website (2015) defines service learning as a
form of experiential education in which students engage in activities that address
community needs with structured opportunities for reflection designed to promote student
learning and development. Texas A&M University is a major supporter and contributor
of service learning research. Service learning at Texas A&M University is perceived to
have the following benefits: enhanced academic content through structured, real-life
opportunities for application of disciplinary subject matter, leadership skills and critical
reflection skills (Eyler, 2000).
It is through the emphasis and implementation of service learning in these
university settings that necessitates the need for more valid and reliable research on the
topic. A study by Astin et al. (2000) collected longitudinal data from 22,236 college
undergraduates attending a national sample of baccalaureate granting colleges and
universities. In order to understand the unique contributions of course-based service, the
researchers compared 3 student groups. The three groups were service learning
participants (30%), volunteers (46%) and non-service volunteers (24%). These students
were followed up during the fall of 1998; most of them had entered college as freshman
in the fall of 1994.The impact of service learning and community service was assessed on
11 different dependent measures: academic outcomes (three measures), values (two
measures), self-efficacy, leadership (three measures), career plans, and plans to
participate in further service after college.
The principle findings of the study deduced that service participation shows
significant positive effects on all 11 outcome measures: academic performance (GPA,
9

writing skills, critical thinking skills), values (commitment to activism and to promoting
racial understanding), self-efficacy, leadership (leadership activities, self-rated leadership
ability, interpersonal skills), choice of a service career and plans to participate in service
after college. Benefits associated with course-based service were strongest for academic
outcomes, especially writing skills. Also, service learning participation appears to have
its strongest effect on the student’s decision to pursue a career in a service field. This
effect occurs regardless of whether the student’s freshman career choice is in a service
field, a non-service field, or undecided. It was recorded that better than four out of five
service learning students felt that their service “made a difference” and that they were
learning from their service experience.
A similar study by Gallini and Moely (2003) assessed student’s retention and
engagement by asking their views regarding their courses at the end of the semester.
Reports from 313 students enrolled in a range of courses in the liberal arts and sciences at
a southern university was obtained, thus allowing an overall test of the extent to which
service learning courses provide intellectual challenges and promote academic
engagement. The questionnaire developed for this study was designed to measure the
student’s views regarding their service learning. Findings from this study discovered that
service learning students evaluated their courses more positively than did non-service
learners and that service learning has a positive influence on student retention. An
interesting caveat, regarding the finding above, was that service learning students were
more positive in general about their courses than a comparable group of students who did
not participate in service learning. It was the service-learning courses academic aspects
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(involvement in academic course content and the challenge posed by the course) that was
most important in predicting service learning’s influence on retention.
Consistent with previous studies, students also indicated that the service learning
courses enhanced their interpersonal and community engagement (Eyler & Giles, 1999;
Muthiah et al., 2001). These enhancements result from the varied and unique
opportunities offered through service learning. Also, reflection sessions, participation in
orientations and training, and traveling together to service sites all provided opportunities
for peer interaction. During these opportunities, students had the chance to show
initiative, understanding, and flexibility in interacting with new situations and individuals
with different backgrounds from themselves, thus increasing their engagement with the
community. Many educators have called for a more authentic form of instruction and
assessment, enabling students to readily see, act on, and learn from connections between
academic content and problems of real life (Conrad & Hedin, 1991).
A study by Strage (2000) focused on enhancing learning outcomes through
service learning. The findings stated that it takes time for the academic advantages of
service learning to manifest itself. Also, it was discovered that students did better than
their non-service learning peers on both semester-end measures of their mastery of course
content (second midterm and final exam). The advantages of service learning are most
apparent with indices of students learning that entail narrative assessments of their
mastery of course content. These findings greatly support Elyer and Giles (1999) theory
that “service learning students may not always perform better on tests of information
recall at the end of a semester…but they may gain a greater depth of understanding and a
11

greater ability to apply what they learn” (p. 11). Thus, ultimately supporting the
hypothesis that service learning can be an effective tool for enhancing the student’s
mastery of the curriculum.
To ensure and expand that the research on the benefits of service learning are allinclusive, a study by Ferrari and Worrall (2000) collected information from communitybased organizations (CBO’s) about their perspectives about service-learning students.
Currently, little research exists focusing on the agency’s views of the student service
provider or college-partner institution. The performance evaluation results support the
philosophy that service learning is beneficial by stating that CBO supervisors
unanimously reported that they found the students helpful, sensitive, friendly,
compassionate, and acting appropriately. In addition, most CBO supervisors claimed that
students were interested (94.4%) and dedicated (90.0%) to the work. Many also
commented that the students worked independently of supervision, were able to handle
difficult situations, and showed an ability to resolve conflicts and solve situational
problems that arose. Thus, verifying again the multi-varied benefits of service learning
and its overall importance to students and the universities they attend.
Overall seven themes emerged from Ferrari and Worrall’s study: 1) students were
helpful to agency; 2) student’s were sensitive to clients’ needs; 3) students were friendly
to clients and staff; 4) students showed empathy toward clients; 5) student relationships
with clients were appropriate and positive; 6) students were interested in providing
services to clients; and 7) students were dedicated to his or her work. CBO supervisors
were impressed with students’ helpfulness, sensitivity, friendliness, compassion, and
12

actions (Eyler et. al., 2001, p.42). As evidenced by the data presented above, soliciting
CBO agency input about the development of service and work skills in students is
essential to understanding and strengthening community-based service learning
experiences. Without the facilitation and support of community based organizations,
service learning would cease to exist.
The results from each of these four service learning research studies support this
study’s position that service learning provides both academic and personal benefits to
students and that service learning is a legitimate pedagogy and worthwhile venture. This
research also provided strong evidence that “service learning and the components of the
academic course should enrich each other” (Furco, 1996, p.5). In other words, “students
should be able to learn more or better by providing the service in question and the caliber
of the service they are providing should be enhanced by what they are learning in the
course” (Strage, 2000, p.5). Thus, academic professors in a multitude of academic
disciplines, including recreation are adopting the service learning pedagogy and are
trying to adapt it to meet their challenging academic curricula.
The Recreation Profession: A Service Industry
The field of recreation presents a unique set of challenges for academic professors
because the skills and competencies needed to perform this occupation cannot easily be
taught from a textbook (Coetzee et al., 2011). Thus, a unique and non-traditional teaching
method, such service learning, may be utilized. According to Barcelona and Boccaro
(2004), over the past 20 years there has been a substantial increase in service learning
based courses in collegiate recreation programs. This increase is due to the consensus
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among recreation professors and practitioners that the recreation profession is a service
industry. According to Coetzee et al., (2011), the competencies that recreation job
descriptions identified as necessary are communication skills, group dynamics,
management, and self- evaluation. However, these competencies are primarily acquired
through a “combination of skill, attitude, knowledge, behavior, confidence and
experience” (Priest & Gass, 2005, p.19). Other skills critical to service industry
professions include well-developed personal skills such as self-confidence, flexibility,
people skills, self-motivation skills, empowerment, “big picture” vision, creativity,
attention to detail, entrepreneurship, initiative, patience and stability which must be
observed and reinforced through real life application (Crossley, Jamieson, & Brayley,
2007). Some skills cannot be taught through academic curricula and maturing recreation
practitioners cannot achieve competency in the isolation of a classroom. Thus, the
pedagogy of service learning is a vital part of any collegiate recreation program.
As mentioned previously, competencies can only be gained through experience,
resulting in the importance of collaborations between collegiate recreation programs and
community organizations. According to Kirschebaum and Reagan (2001), collaboration
with community organizations have three types of benefits for higher education
institutions: (1) a satisfaction of an altruistic desire for university personnel and students
to contribute positively to the surrounding community, (2) provide meaningful “real life”
field experiences for students, and (3) provide interesting research opportunities for
faculty. According to Carr (2000), the community organization benefits from the
collaboration with the higher education institutions by gaining a vast and diverse array of
resources. Due to the field of recreations position as a service industry profession these
14

benefits result from successful collaborations. These successful collaborations create a
win-win situation for both partners (Barcelona and Boccaro, 2004).
Currently, there is only one study that relates to service learning being used within
a collegiate recreation program. The qualitative study, conducted by Coetzee et al.,
(2011), assessed whether community service learning was a suitable method of
instruction for recreation students to acquire the competencies needed in the field. To
determine if community service learning was a suitable method of instruction for
recreation students, two aspects were studied: to determine the competencies needed in
recreation industry, and to determine the competencies that students perceived to have
gained during the community service learning module. The first aspect was identified
through literature and job descriptions on the internet. The second aspect was identified
through multiple qualitative research techniques, including reflective journaling about
their community service learning experiences and pre and post nominal group data
analysis. The two questions asked by the researcher during the pre and post nominal
group analysis were “What do you expect to gain (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) from
the community service learning experience?” and “How do you expect these aspects to
link up with being a recreation specialist?”
Findings suggested that communication skills, group dynamics and diversity,
management, and self-evaluation were competencies most important in the recreation
industry. One interesting finding was that students did not perceive any improvement in
writing skills and financial/mathematical competencies, also important competencies to
the recreation field. Ultimately, results suggested that community service learning could
15

be used as a valuable tool for developing competencies for students in the recreation
field.
In conclusion, parks and recreation educators have a tradition of creating effective
service learning experiences for students and it is only through continued evaluation and
development of this tradition that will help ensure that our academic programs prepare
students adequately for the challenges of the 21st century (Rogers, 2003). This fine
tradition mirrors the Eastern Kentucky University (EKU) Recreation and Park
Administration (RPA) program cornerstone philosophy and their commitment to
producing confident and competent professionals though the utilization of service
learning in all of their specific concentrations (EKU RPA, 2011).
Therapeutic Recreation and Non-Therapeutic Recreation Concentrations
The EKU RPA Department offers four specific areas of academic concentration,
each unique, multifaceted and relatively broad in focus. Thus, making service learning
activities more important to students, especially those still unsure about their career paths.
All of the EKU RPA students can acquire and benefit greatly from service learning
experiences. However, the researcher believes that students in the therapeutic recreation
(TR) concentration will perceive service learning to be more personally and academically
beneficial then the other three, Non-TR, concentrations.
TR is a “patient-centered approach to reduce barriers and identify facilitators for
physical, mental and social well-being” (Svarich, 2014). Patient-centered professions,
like TR, need training beyond the traditional classroom setting in order to become
16

competent professionals. Certified Therapeutic Recreation Specialist (CTRS) is the
professional title given to a therapeutic recreation practitioner who has completed the
academic requirements for certification (15 hours in therapeutic recreation and 15 hours
of supportive courses), completed a consecutive 14 week, 560 hour field placement
experience in a therapeutic recreation setting, and passed the National Council for
Therapeutic Recreation Certification Examination (NCTRC, 2014). Of these three
certification requirements, NCTRC emphasizes the fieldwork requirement. Fieldwork is
important because “the role of therapeutic recreation is to support the health of patients
with the use of dynamic therapies impacting the multiple dimensions of wellness”
(Svarich, 2014). In order for TR practitioners to implement these techniques and
therapies, safely and competently, future professionals must practice, and experience
interactions, with real life participants and/or clients (Wise, 2008).
In therapeutic recreation the practical, service learning experiences serve 3
functions (1). Students learn to apply, in real world contexts, concepts and techniques
learned while in class. For example, students are responsible for maintaining participant
interaction in activities and teaching a variety of different therapeutic therapies taught in
the classroom. (2). Students learn how to flexible and adaptive. For example, students
learn how to handle adverse weather conditions, broken and/or damaged equipment,
injuries, and participants who arrive late. (3). Students gain interpersonal skills working
directly with people who have disabilities and confidence to use those skills. This is
critical because it is common for students to make the statement that prior to the service
learning experiences; they did not have much or any experience with working with
individuals with disabilities (Wise, 2008). The skills mentioned previously are critical to
17

the profession and simply cannot be taught out of a textbook. TR practitioners need to be
able to lead, interact, and accurately assess any group of people. This can only be
achieved through “practical application” and repetition (Olsen & Burk, 2014).
Another reason service learning is critical for a future TR practitioner is because
of the evolving health care industry. According to Riley and Skalko (1998), in the near
future “specific health care and social service interventions will not be the purview of a
designated discipline but will instead fall on the individual practitioner who can meet the
demands of the consumer” (p.39). This means that the TR practitioner must be able to
perform different therapies and skills across a wide spectrum of delivery settings. This
includes hospitals, rehabilitation, parks and recreation departments (community),
homeless care, domestic abuse, substance abuse, at-risk youth services, transplant units,
adult day services, partial hospitalization, and retirement services. The diversity of
settings requires more effective and competent future professionals. Both personal and
academic skills learned during a future TR practitioner’s fieldwork or service learning
experience will help develop the professional's entrepreneurial spirit and will expand the
amount of positive impact they have on their clients.
Due to the interpersonal nature, overall mission/goals of the therapeutic recreation
profession and the academic requirements necessary to become a CTRS, it can be
concluded that therapeutic recreation concentration students will perceive service
learning to more personally and/or academically beneficial than the other Non-TR
concentrations. However, it is believed by the researcher that Non-TR students can
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benefit from service learning. It will just be to a lesser degree than the TR concentration
students due to the difference in skills required in Non-TR concentration jobs.
In conclusion, since service learning is such an innovative practice and
challenging and demanding commitment for faculty, the faculty must have a legitimate
motive to believe in its efficacy. Legitimate research and financial support by the
faculty’s associated university must be invested in the service learning movement (Astin,
et. al. 2000) for it to be successful. It is hoped that the results of this pilot study will help
provide a firm empirical base, for faculty and administrators, and possibly be used in the
future to help formulate policy concerning the use and possible expansion of service
learning in collegiate recreation programs around the United States.

19

CHAPTER 3
Purpose Statement
This study is being conducted to help provide empirical evidence for the support and
future implementation of service learning on the collegiate level, specifically in
recreation and parks administration departments and highlight discrepancies between TR
and Non-TR concentrations in the effectiveness of service learning personal and
academic outcomes.
Objectives and Hypotheses
Objective 1: Determine if students in a collegiate recreation program perceive service
learning as personally and academically beneficial.
H1a: Students in a collegiate recreation program will perceive service learning as
personally beneficial
H1b: Students in a collegiate recreation program will perceive service learning as
academically beneficial
Objective 2: Determine if therapeutic recreation students perceive service learning to be
more personally and academically beneficial than Non-TR concentrations.
H2a: Therapeutic recreation students will perceive service learning to be more personally
beneficial than Non-TR concentrations.
H2b: Therapeutic recreation students will perceive service learning to be more
academically beneficial than Non-TR concentrations.
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Site Description
This study was conducted with students in the Recreation and Park
Administration (RPA) Department on the campus of Eastern Kentucky University
(EKU). Eastern Kentucky University is located in the city of Richmond, Madison
County, Kentucky. The EKU RPA department was founded in 1967 and has been
accredited by the National Recreation and Park Association Council on Accreditation for
Parks, Recreation, Tourism and related Professions (COAPRT) since 1980. Currently,
there are 200+ students enrolled in the degree program, with 5 full time faculty members,
3 adjunct instructors, and 1 staff member in the department. The undergraduate degree
provides 15 credit hours of direct hands-on service learning experience. Service learning
is a critical part of the undergraduate and graduate curricula in the RPA department at
EKU. The unique experience of service learning sets the stage for intellectual and
personal growth (Strage, 2000), a cornerstone of the RPA teaching philosophy.
The EKU RPA program has four different undergraduate concentrations. The
first, Recreation Management and Programming, is designed for students interested in
working for city/county/metro parks and recreation departments. Students also obtain
professional positions with nonprofit agencies such as YMCA/YWCA, 4-H or scouting
programs. Students may also be interested in military/MWR settings, campus recreation
or special event planning (EKU RPA, 2011). Service learning is important to the
Recreation Management and Programming concentration because this concentration’s
main focus is centered on the management of people and how to coordinate and
implement recreation activities. Service learning offers the unique and rare opportunity
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for students to practice the managerial and coordinating material learned in class. In order
to become an astute and respected manager, knowing how to work with different kinds of
people and effectively handle conflict is essential. The best way to achieve this is by
making students lead, plan, and implement a variety of recreation activities. Eventually
students should start to develop confidence and the necessary people skills during their
service learning experiences.
The second concentration, natural resources recreation management, is designed
for students interested in working in a park setting and with federal or state outdoor
recreation agencies such as the National Park Service, Department of Forestry, and Fish
and Wildlife. The natural resources recreation management concentration focuses on
management of large recreation land areas and outdoor recreation activities and/or
facilities (EKU RPA, 2011). In order to prepare for jobs in this field, it is beneficial for
recreation students to observe and collaborate with professionals already in those
positions. Service learning provides the opportunity for students to witness the positive
and negative aspects of the natural resources and outdoor recreation management jobs.
Park issues can be quite complex and tedious, and service learning opportunities would
let students know if they could handle the complex park issues or if they needed to find
another facet of natural resources recreation management to meet their career goals.
The third area of concentration is therapeutic recreation. The therapeutic
recreation concentration primarily focuses on providing recreational activities to
individuals who have physical and/or mental disabilities in a variety of different settings.
Service learning provides students with an opportunity to learn about and experience the
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many different settings of therapeutic recreation. Examples include hospitals,
rehabilitation centers, parks and recreation agencies, etc. (EKU RPA, 2011). There are
many different facets in therapeutic recreation and service learning helps immensely
when students are forging their future career paths. It also gives them the experience,
people skills, and professional knowledge to handle particularly difficult situations that
may arise while working in the field. Knowing how to problem solve and handle tricky
situations is essential to being successful in therapeutic recreation concentration.
The fourth area of concentration is Tourism and Resort Recreation. This
concentration is designed for students interested in working in a resort setting or in some
tourism related capacity. Employment opportunities include coastal resort settings, cruise
lines, local and state tourism offices, and theme parks (EKU RPA, 2011). Service
learning is beneficial to the tourism and resort recreation concentration because there are
so many unique career paths to choose from. Service learning helps students figure out if
they are more suited for managing a theme park, resort, or tourism office. Each of these
entities presents their own unique challenges and service learning allows students the
opportunity to practice management before actually being in charge.
Each of these concentrations present their own unique challenges and service
learning allows students to practice management in preparation for a career in recreation
services.
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Constructing the Survey Instrument
In order to create specific and measureable outcomes related to service learning,
the researchers decided to modify a previously tested instrument developed by the
University of Georgia Office of Service Learning (University of Georgia Office of
Service Learning, n.d.). The survey included 27 questions (Appendix 1) related to the
service learning outcomes (Likert scales), 4 questions related to the specific course, and 7
demographic questions. The 27 service learning questions within the instrument were
used to identify the benefits of service learning projects. Specifically, 11 questions related
to personal perceptions and 12 questions related to academic perceptions.
Such outcomes were developed through an extensive literature review and
faculty development process (Toncar, Reid, Burns, Anderson & Nguyen, 2006; P. H.
Matthews, personal communication, January 13, 2014). Also included were three places
for students to provide additional commentary related to the course and the service
learning project.
Participants
Participants for this study were college students over 18 years of age from a
medium sized (approximately 16,000 students), rural (town of 30,000 people), and public
Kentucky University. All of the students surveyed were undergraduate or graduate level
RPA majors taking a course with a service-learning component in the EKU RPA
Department. All potential survey participants were informed either electronically or in
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person about the intent and confidentiality of the survey and that participation was
voluntary.
Data Collection
In order to gain the highest response rate possible, there were two data collections
conducted. The first data collection took place during the 2013 fall semester. Nine
courses within the RPA course offerings that semester at EKU included a service learning
component. Permission was requested from the RPA department chair to send an email to
all enrolled RPA majors in those classes with a link to the survey in Qualtrics (an online
survey management program). Student participation was voluntary and the online survey
took approximately 10-15 minutes to complete per student. A total of 250 students were
enrolled in the nine courses, of which 124 (N=124) completed the online survey for a
response rate of 49.6 %. For online surveys, a short administration script was
incorporated at the beginning of the survey, and read as follows:
Thank you for taking a few minutes to complete the following survey. We ask
you to think about your experience in the EKU course with a service component
that you took most recently. Your thoughtful responses on this survey will
provide feedback to the instructor, department and Eastern Kentucky University
to help us improve this and other EKU service-learning courses.
The second data collection event took place during the 2014 spring semester, with
seven courses with a service learning component in the RPA major participating.
Permission was requested to administer paper surveys or have their students participate in
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the survey via the Qualtrics Survey online link. This request was made to achieve the
highest response rate possible. The surveys took approximately 10-15 minutes to
complete. A total of 194 students were enrolled in these seven courses, of which N=183
completed the online and/or paper survey for a response rate of 94.3%.
It is noted, that with both data collections, students may have taken the survey
more than once because of their enrollment in several courses with a service learning
component. However, each time the students took the service learning survey it focused
on only one specific EKU RPA course with a specific service learning component. Also,
like the online survey version the paper survey had an administration script. It reads as
follows:
This survey is being conducted to find out your experiences regarding EKU
courses with a service learning component. Do you have 10-15 minutes to fill out
a survey? Thank you for your time.
In total, 307 surveys were completed (N=124 from the 2013 Fall Semester and
N= 183 from the 2014 Spring Semester), with a combined response rate of 76%.
Analysis
After the survey data was collected, the data was analyzed using SPSS version
21.0 (SPSS, 2012) and running basic descriptive and frequency statistics. Next, a
Crohnbach’s alpha was determined to measure the reliability of the academic and
personal scales used in the survey. To test the second hypothesis, TR was compared to
the other three concentrations in the RPA major. The three concentrations were
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combined into one variable and then an independent T-test was conducted to determine if
any difference existed between the groups. A Cohen’s D was conducted to determine the
effect size of the relationships. It is noted that not all of the participants answered all of
the survey questions and in such cases, were treated as missing data.
Limitations
Inferential limitations may exist, thus influencing the results of this study. A
common limitation for social science surveys are self-reporting errors (Vaske, 2008).
The survey administrator may have inadvertently influenced survey responses or the
participants did not respond to the survey questions truthfully, thus affecting the data
results. Another limitation is that survey results are represented primarily by upper level
undergraduate students in upper division courses, which may limit perspectives from
lower level undergraduate students in lower division courses.
Lastly, although this study received a substantial sample size from the EKU RPA
Department, this sample size does not generalize to other recreation programs in other
universities because of the variance in each recreation programs curricula and enrollment,
thus affecting the applicability of the data.
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CHAPTER 4
Results
Results for Objective 1: Determine if students in a collegiate recreation program perceive
service learning as personally and academically beneficial.
Demographics for Objective 1
The mean age of the students that took this survey was M=23.78 and the standard
deviation was SD=6.75. Table 1 outlines the distribution of survey participants, in the
EKU RPA department during the Fall 2013 and Spring 2014 semesters, by gender,
ethnicity, degree concentration and year in college.
Table 1
Distribution of Survey Participants in the Recreation and Park Administration
Department at Eastern Kentucky University during the Fall of 2013 and Spring of 2014
by Gender, Ethnicity, Degree Concentration, and Year in College
Total

Valid Percent

Male

124

57.7

Female

169

42.3

Caucasian/White

271

88.3

Multiracial

10

3.3

Asian American

1

0.3

Hispanic

3

1.0

Did not Report

8

2.6

Gender

Ethnicity
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Table 1 (continued).

Total

Valid Percent

Programming

69

23.5

Natural Resources

65

22.2

Tourism

45

15.4

Therapeutic

114

38.9

Freshman

2

0.7

Sophomore

21

7.2

Junior

115

39.2

Senior

129

44.0

Graduate

25

8.5

Doctoral

1

0.3

Degree Concentration

Year in College

The first question in the survey asked students if they had previously been
involved in service learning or taken courses with a service learning component, 73% of
student said yes to taking a course with a service learning component and 27% said no.
For the question “estimate the percentage of hours of in class time that is spent on the
service learning project or activity in the course,” students reported a mean of M= 51.29
hours with a standard deviation of SD= 24.91. Students were then asked, “estimate the
percentage of hours of out of class time that is spent in direct work on the service project
or activity during the whole semester” students reported a mean of M=69.58 hours with a
standard deviation of SD=93.11. For the question of “how many hours a week do you
work in a job” students reported a mean of M=16.88 hours with a standard deviation of
SD=14.36.
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A Cronbach’s alpha was analyzed to determine the reliability of the Likert-type
scale questions used in objectives one and two. For this study, the Likert scale questions
were split into two categories. The personal category set of questions (n=11) had an alpha
of .955 and the academic category questions (n=12) had an alpha of .899. The values are
above the recommended 0.65 value (Vaske, 2008)
H1a: Students in a collegiate recreation program will perceive service learning as
personally beneficial
Descriptive statistics supported the hypothesis. Students in a collegiate recreation
program did perceive service learning as personally beneficial. None of the means for the
12 personal questions were in the neutral category. The 12 Likert-style questions were
based on a 5 point scale. 1=Strongly Agree, 2=Agree, 3=Neither Agree or Disagree,
4=Disagree, and 5=Strongly Disagree. All of the scores were at or below a mean of 2.24,
meaning that the student’s answers were either agree or strongly agree for the
corresponding questions and strongly supported the initial hypothesis. Table 2 displays
descriptive statistics for questions based on student’s perceptions about the personal
benefits of service learning.
Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Questions based on Students Perceptions about the Personal Benefits of Service
Learning in the Recreation and Park Administration Department at Eastern Kentucky University
The Service Learning Project
in this course…………………
Helped me understand people of
different ages, abilities, cultures, or
economic backgrounds
Helped me define personal
strengths and weaknesses

Mean

S.D.

1.95

0.87

1.95

0.828
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Table 2 (continued).
Encouraged me to seek additional
resources about different ages,
abilities, cultures or economic
backgrounds

2.05

0.87

Made me aware of personal biases
and prejudices

2.24

0.95

Clarify personal values

2.08

0.89

Required me to make judgments on
how to behave in new social
situations

2.09

0.91

Made me more aware of my
possible impact on others

1.79

0.78

Encouraged me to consider
perspectives other than my own

1.85

0.78

Helped me see how the material
covered in this course can be
useful in everyday life or in other
situations

1.84

0.83

Provided opportunities to
communicate things I learned in
class to people in the community

1.88

0.83

Helped me better understand the
subject matter of this course

1.89

0.86

Helped me reconsider some of my
former attitudes about social
problems

2.10

0.86

Based on a five point scale- 1= strongly agree, 2= agree, 3=neither agree or disagree, 4=disagree, 5=
strongly disagree

H1b: Students in a collegiate recreation program will perceive service learning as
academically beneficial.
Descriptive statistics supported the hypothesis. Students in a collegiate recreation
program perceived service learning as academically beneficial. The 11 Likert style
questions were based on a 5 point scale. 1=Strongly Agree, 2=Agree, 3=Neither Agree or
Disagree, 4=Disagree, and 5=Strongly Disagree. Only 1 out of the 11 academic questions
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had a mean that fell into the neutral category, with the remainder of the questions having
a mean at or below 2.21. This means student answers were either agree or strongly agree
for the corresponding questions and strongly supported the initial hypothesis. The only
question that did not support my hypothesis was “I would have learned more if I spent
more time in the classroom instead of doing service work” with a mean of 3.07, which
means that the students felt neutral about learning more in the classroom instead of doing
service work. Table 3 displays descriptive statistics for student’s perception about the
academic benefits of service learning.
Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for Questions based on Students Perceptions about the Academic Benefits of Service
Learning in the Recreation and Park Administration Department at Eastern Kentucky University
Mean

S.D.

After this course is over, I will
volunteer or participate in the
community or with individuals
served by this course

2.21

.937

Through this course, I developed
a greater sense of personal
responsibility for my own
learning

1.98

.850

I would have learned more if I
spent more time in the classroom
instead of doing service work

3.07

1.351

2.03

.838

1.91

.868

1.71

.762

Ideas or concepts from other
courses were useful to the service
learning component of this course
The knowledge I gained in this
course has made me more
marketable in my chose
profession
Service-learning courses like this
one can provide real benefits to
people in the community
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Table 3 (continued).
The work I did in this course
benefited some segment of the
community.

1.82

.804

I would be interested in
participating in other courses with
a service learning component

1.86

.885

EKU should offer service learning
courses for all students who are
interested

1.69

.786

The service learning project made
this course more demanding than
most courses of equal credit

2.13

.974

My relationship with the course
instructor or teaching assistant
was more positive as a result of
the service learning activity

1.90

.913

Based on a five point scale- 1= strongly agree, 2= agree, 3=neither agree or disagree, 4=disagree, 5=
strongly disagree

Results for Objective 2: Determine if therapeutic recreation students perceive service
learning to be more personally and academically beneficial than Non-TR concentrations.
Demographics for Objective 2
Age demographics revealed that in the TR Concentration students reported a
M=23.76 with a standard deviation of SD=7.39 and Non-TR students reported a M=23.79
and a standard deviation of SD=6.34. Table 4 outlines the distribution of survey
participants in the EKU RPA department based on concentration during the Fall 2013 and
Spring 2014 semesters by gender, ethnicity, degree concentration and year in college.
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Table 4
Distribution of TR vs Non-TR Survey Participants in the Recreation and Park Administration Department
at Eastern Kentucky University by Gender, Ethnicity, and Year in College
TR

Non-TR

Male

18%

58%

Female

82%

42%

Caucasian/White

94%

92%

Multiracial

4%

3%

Asian American

1%

0%

Hispanic

1%

1%

Did not Report

1%

4%

Freshman

1%

0%

Sophomore

2%

11%

Junior

46%

35%

Senior

45%

44%

Graduate

6%

10%

Doctoral

1%

0%

Gender

Ethnicity

Year in College

*All values were rounded up to the nearest whole number

For the question estimating the percentage of hours of in class time that is spent
on the service learning project or activity in the course, the TR students reported a mean
of M= 51.13 hours with a standard deviation of SD= 23.68. The Non-TR students
reported a mean of M=50.87 hours and a standard deviation of SD= 25.63.
The question estimating the percentage of hours of out of class time that is spent
in direct work on the service project or activity during the whole semester the TR
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students reported a mean of M=66.97 hours with a standard deviation of SD=100.43. The
Non-TR students reported a mean of M= 70.21 hours and a standard deviation of
SD=88.63. Students were then asked how many hours a week do you work in a job the
TR students reported a mean of M=18.61 hours with a standard deviation of SD=13.465.
The Non-TR students reported a mean of M=15.78 hours with a standard deviation of
SD=14.84.
H2a: Therapeutic recreation students will perceive service learning to be more personally
beneficial than non-TR concentrations.
Table 5 displays the results of the t-test and descriptive statistics for TR vs Non
TR perceptions about the personal benefits of service learning. The t-test and descriptive
statistics for TR vs Non-TR personal benefits perceptions of service learning revealed
that service learning contributes to more personal growth for TR students than Non-TR
students. As seen in Table 5, 11 of the 12 Likert-type scale questions had significance
values that supported this hypothesis. The only question that did not have a significant
value was “the service learning project in this course helped me better understand the
subject matter of this course.”
To determine the difference in perceptions of TR and Non-TR students, a Cohen’s
D test was conducted to determine the effect size of the relationships for each individual
question. According to Vaske (2008) a Cohen’s D minimal relationship is .2, a typical
relationship is .5, and a substantial relationship is .8. In both tables 4 and 5 most of the
relationships were “typical in nature,” which reflects a strong correlation and large
differences between the two independent samples.
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Table 5
Results of t-test and Descriptive Statistics for TR vs Non-TR Students for Perceptions about the Personal
Benefits of Service Learning in the Recreation and Park Administration Department at Eastern Kentucky
University
Concentration
95% CI for
Mean
TR
Non TR
Difference
t

df

Cohen’s
D

.17, .57

3.67*

291

.43

179

.18, .56

3.87*

291

.45

.93

179

.12, .53

3.15*

291

.37

2.41

.99

179

.20, .64

3.80*

291

.45

114

2.20

.96

179

.08, .49

2.72*

291

.32

.82

114

2.20

.96

179

.08, .51

2.73*

291

.32

1.57

.63

114

1.93

.83

179

.17, .53

3.90*

291

.46

1.67

.63

114

1.97

.85

179

.12, .48

3.29*

291

.39

1.71

.74

114

1.92

.88

179

.01, .40

2.05*

291

.24

M

SD

N

M

SD

N

Helped me understand
people of different ages,
abilities, cultures, or
economic backgrounds

1.72

.73

114

2.09

.92

179

Helped me define
personal strengths and
weaknesses

1.72

.69

114

2.09

.87

Encouraged me to seek
additional resources
about different ages,
abilities, cultures or
economic backgrounds

1.85

.74

114

2.18

Made me aware of some
of my own biases and
prejudices

1.98

.83

114

Helped me clarify my
own personal values

1.91

.74

Required me to make
judgments about how to
behave in new social
situations

1.90

Made me more aware
of my possible impact
on others
Encouraged me to
consider perspectives
other than my own
Helped me to see how
the material covered in
this course can be useful
in everyday life or in
other situations
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Table 5 (continued).
Provided opportunities
to communicate things I
learned in class to
people in the community
Helped me reconsider
some of my former
attitudes about social
problems

1.68

.67

114

2.01

.90

179

.13, .52

3.34*

291

.392

1.87

.74

114

2.25

.89

179

.18, .58

3.79*

291

.45

Based on a five point scale- 1= strongly agree, 2= agree, 3=neither agree or disagree, 4=disagree, 5=
strongly disagree
* p < .05.

H2b: Therapeutic recreation students will perceive service learning to be more
academically beneficial than other concentrations.
Table 6 displays t-test results and descriptive statistics for TR versus Non TR
perceptions about the academic benefits of service learning. The t-test and descriptive
statistics for TR vs Non-TR perceptions about the academic benefits of service learning
chart below revealed that service learning contributes more academic growth for TR
students than Non-TR students.
Of the 11 Likert-type questions, six had significance values that supported this
hypothesis. There were 5 questions that did not have a statistically significant result.
They were “I would have learned more if I spent more time in the classroom instead of
doing service work”, “Ideas or concepts from other courses were useful to the servicelearning component of this course”, “The knowledge I gained in this course has made me
more marketable in my chosen profession”, “The service learning project made this
course more demanding than most courses of equal credit” and “My relationship with the
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course instructor or teaching assistant was more positive as a result of the servicelearning activity”.
Table 6
Results of t-test and Descriptive Statistics for TR vs Non-TR Students for Perceptions about the Academic
Benefits of Service Learning in the Recreation and Park Administration Department at Eastern Kentucky
University
Concentration
95% CI for
Mean
TR
Non TR
Difference
t

df

Cohen’s
D

.17, .61

3.58*

291

.42

179

.11, .50

3.09*

291

.36

.84

179

.14, .49

3.57*

291

.42

1.90

.82

179

.01, .39

2.15*

291

.25

114

1.99

.92

179

.14, .55

3.30*

291

.39

114

1.82

.85

179

.15, .51

3.60*

291

.42

M

SD

N

M

SD

N

After this course is over,
I will probably volunteer
or participate in the
community or with
individuals served by
this course

1.97

.81

114

2.37

.98

179

Through this course, I
developed a greater
sense of personal
responsibility for my
own learning

1.79

.72

114

2.10

.90

Service Learning courses
like this one can provide
real benefits to people in
the community

1.52

.56

114

1.84

The work I did in this
course benefited some
segment of the
community

1.69

.75

114

I would be interested in
participating in other
courses with a service
learning component

1.65

.78

EKU should offer
service learning courses
for all students who are
interested

1.48

.61

Based on a five point scale- 1= strongly agree, 2= agree, 3=neither agree or disagree, 4=disagree, 5=
strongly disagree
* p < .05.
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The results displayed throughout this chapter support both hypotheses; supporting
collegiate recreation programs use of service learning as a successful pedagogy,
especially in the TR concentration.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
Collegiate recreation programs across the country are continually exploring ways
to enrich the students’ academic and personal experiences. Within the EKU RPA
program, there is a consistent emphasis on producing students that are adequately
prepared to have a competitive advantage in the job market. Service leaning projects give
students the unique and valuable opportunity to practice skills, gain experience, and work
with professionals. Further, service learning within these courses help bridge the
information and skills learned in the classroom and connects it to professional issues,
scenarios, and tasks.
The results of this study confirm these efforts are not in vain. The findings from
this research provide administrators and professors, from other collegiate recreation
departments, empirical data to help formulate policy concerning the use of service
learning as a primary pedagogy. The findings also give professors insight in how service
learning is more beneficial to students academically and personally and why TR students
perceive service learning to be more personally and academically beneficial than Non-TR
students.
Study results confirmed both of the original hypotheses, which were (1) Student’s
in a collegiate recreation program would perceive service learning as both personally and
academically beneficial and (2) therapeutic recreation students would perceive service
learning as more personally and academically beneficial than other concentrations.
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The results from this study soundly proved that students in a collegiate recreation
program believe that service learning is personally beneficial. All 12 means from the
“personal benefit” set of questions revealed that students either agreed or strongly agreed
that service learning had personal benefits. This provides empirical evidence to faculty in
collegiate recreation programs that service learning is a valid and effective alternative to
the traditional classroom method for teaching students personal competencies required by
the recreation profession. As stated earlier in the literature review, the field of recreation
combines academic theories and principles taught in a textbook with the expectation that
the material covered will be implemented for the general public in the future. Hence,
creating a very challenging instructional obstacle for collegiate recreation educators.
This study helped reduce this instructional challenge by validating service
learning as a beneficial and effective pedagogy for teaching personal competencies. Past
literature supports this study’s findings by supporting that personal skills, such as selfconfidence, flexibility, people skills, self-motivation, creativity and patience, are difficult
to teach through academic curricula. Therefore, it seems that service learning is a good
method to provide students with an opportunity to gain such skills (Crossley et al., 2007).
Specific to this study, there were 3 personal competencies that students perceived
to be gained through service learning that the researcher felt were critical to the success
of a future recreation practitioner and were important to discuss. They are (1) an
understanding of people of different ages, abilities, cultures, or economic backgrounds
(2) defining personal strengths and weaknesses and (3) practice in making judgments
about how to behave in new social situations .
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Understanding people of different ages, abilities, cultures, and economic
backgrounds is a critical competency needed by a recreation practitioner because
recreation is a service industry whose main focus is the people they serve. The field of
recreation was built on the foundation of providing safe and quality recreation
opportunities to all people. Developing a better understanding of each segment of the
public results in effective communication skills and helps the recreation professional
develop a positive rapport with the people they serving. Thus, resulting in the practioner
knowing how to better meet the people’s needs in a recreational sense.
Defining personal strengths and weaknesses is important for the future recreation
practitioner because one can capitalize and polish their personal attributes. Thus,
resulting in a more effective and confident recreation practitioner. In the field of
recreation, it is critically important to know personal attributes because it provides much
needed direction when job hunting. For example, an introverted person would not be
happy in a recreation leader role, leading groups in activities all day and vice versa. It is
believed by the researcher that knowing yourself is a key element to becoming a
successful recreation practitioner.
Lastly, making judgments about how to behave in new social situations is critical
to a future recreation practitioner’s success because recreation is a people oriented field
and knowing how to adequately interact in social environments, both new and familiar,
will make the job easier. It is believed by the researcher that recreation practitioners are
inevitably faced with new and challenging situations every day and must be able to
handle them confidently and professionally. Also, networking is a critical skill that needs
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to be mastered by future recreation professionals because networking is how tasks and
goals are met in the recreation field. In other words, recreation practitioners working
together to improve the “greater good” of the communities they serve.
Personal skills required in the recreation field require repetition and real life
application in order to master. This study proved that students are gaining the essential
competencies needed to be successful recreation professionals through the means of
service learning.
In addition, the results from this study, for the exception of one question, proved
that students in a collegiate recreation program believe that service learning is
academically beneficial. Of the 11 means from the “academic benefit” set of questions,
10 revealed that students either agreed or strongly agreed that service learning had
academic benefits. This finding is important because it (1) provides empirical evidence to
faculty in collegiate recreation programs that service learning is a valid and effective
alternative to the traditional classroom method for teaching students about what is
required by the recreation profession, (2) proved that service learning helps bridge the
disconnect between real world application and the intellectual content of the classroom,
and (3) proved that participation in the service learning pedagogy makes students more
positive and accepting towards its application.
The recreation profession, a service industry, incorporates a complex challenge to
educators because it requires effective methods to teach future recreation professionals
how to “learn to create, plan, and prepare a course of action in real-life situations with a
sense of care for others” (Ferrari and Worrall, 2000, p. 35). This study helped reduce this
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instructional challenge by validating service learning as a beneficial and effective
pedagogy for teaching academic competencies. Past literature supports this study’s
findings in that the knowledge and experience students gained cannot be learned from
books (Coetzee, 2011). Service learning makes knowledge and theories acquired from
books easier to remember, understand, and eventually manipulate in future job scenarios.
Two notable finding from this set of data revealed that (1) service learning
participation makes students more accepting and positive towards the pedagogy of
service learning. The mean revealed students strongly agreed that they would “be
interested in participating in other courses with a service learning component.” This
could be attributed to the recreation field’s underlying foundation of being a service
based industry, meaning that people who choose to pursue a career in the field of
recreation are naturally inclined to want to serve others and (2) The mean revealed that
the student response was neutral to the question “I would have learned more if I spent
more time in the classroom instead of doing service work.” This could be attributed to the
hypothetical undertones of the question. Students do not really know if they would have
learned more in a classroom setting, thus answering the question more neutrally.
Specific to this study, there were 3 academic competencies, which students
perceived to be gained through service learning, that the researcher felt were critical to
the success of a future recreation practitioner and were important to discuss. They are (1)
developing a greater sense of personal responsibility for personal learning, (2) developing
an understanding of how ideas or concepts from other courses connected to the service
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learning experience, and (3) gaining knowledge that would increase marketability in the
recreation profession.
Developing a greater sense of personal responsibility for personal learning is
important to the future recreation professional because learning does not end when the
recreation student graduates from college. In order to be a top notch recreation
practitioner, one has to be willing to research and learn the skills and knowledge to
handle issues appropriately when faced with unfamiliar problems and situations. Also,
due to the nature and unpredictability of the recreation field, future practitioners will
undoubtedly learn on the job, but will have to be personally invested in order to do so.
Developing an understanding of how ideas or concepts from other courses
connected to the service learning experience is important to the future recreation
practitioner because everything one learns, both within and outside the recreation
curricula, will help mold and form a well-rounded practitioner. It is believed on the part
of the researcher that recreation is a generalist profession, and everything a student or
current practitioner learns may be applied to the field. Many of the varied skills needed
by recreation professionals are learned in places outside of a collegiate recreation
program. However, service learning experiences give students a chance to connect and
apply their skills and abilities to the field of recreation.
Gaining knowledge that would increase marketability is important to the future
recreation practitioner because ultimately, it is the main goal of a collegiate recreation
program to send out competent and confident recreation graduates into the profession.
However, student must have the skills needed in order to acquire a job in the recreation
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field and increase marketability. Service learning helps students acquire certain critical,
and marketable, skills such as improving communication techniques, networking, and
professional experience. In the current economic climate, marketable skills are critical to
acquiring any job, and service learning is one way students in the recreation field can
gain and practice varied skills before entering the profession full time.
Mastery of the essential academic competencies in the recreation field require
repetition and real life application. This study proves collegiate recreation program
students are gaining the essential academic competencies needed to be a competent and
successful recreation professional.
Descriptive statistics and t-test results for TR versus Non-TR perceptions about
the personal and academic benefits of service learning revealed service learning
contributes more personal and academic growth for TR students than Non-TR students.
Of the 12 personal benefit Likert-type scale questions, 11 had significance values that
supported the hypothesis. The lone question that did not have a significant value was “the
service learning project in this course helped me better understand the subject matter of
this course.” This could have resulted because, based on the mean for this question, both
TR and Non-TR concentration students equally felt that service learning helped them
better understand the subject matter of the course, thus resulting in no significant
difference.
Of the 11 academic benefit Likert-type scale questions, six had significance
values that supported my hypothesis. There were 5 questions that did not have a
significance value. They were (1) “I would have learned more if I spent more time in the
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classroom instead of doing service work.” This could be the result of the hypothetical
undertones of the question; students could only assume that they may have learned more
in a classroom, which leads the researcher to believe that students from both
concentrations answered more neutrally to this question. (2)“Ideas or concepts from other
courses were useful to the service-learning component of this course.” This could be the
result of the novel and concentrated subject matter taught in their perspective courses. It’s
likely that students were faced with material and concepts not faced in any of their
previous classes. (3) “The knowledge I gained in this course has made me more
marketable in my chosen profession.” This could be the result of most students, neither
TR nor Non-TR, have yet to work in the field of recreation as a full-fledged professional.
Thus, most are likely unaware of the competencies learned through service learning that
would make them more marketable in the recreation profession. (4) “The service
learning project made this course more demanding than most courses of equal credit.”
This could have resulted because both TR and Non-TR students may have had limited
experiences with courses that had a service learning component, thus resulting in
difficulty making comparisons. And lastly (5) “My relationship with the course instructor
or teaching assistant was more positive as a result of the service-learning activity.” TR
and Non-TR students generally felt that their personal relationship with the instructor had
little to do with the positive results of the service learning activity.
These findings are important because they proved service learning is a more
effective pedagogy to teach TR students personal and academic competencies than NonTR. Results also highlighted a significant discrepancy between TR and Non-TR
concentrations in the effectiveness of service learning personal and academic outcomes
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and proved that TR students found the service learning pedagogy more positive and
beneficial then Non-TR students.
The discrepancy between TR and Non-TR concentrations in the effectiveness of
service learning personal and academic outcomes can be attributed to the abstract concept
that the recreation field is a service industry and its primary purpose is to improve the
lives of people everywhere. TR professionals improve the lives of their patients and/or
participants directly or, in other words, in person. Regardless of whether they are
implementing an individualized therapy or group recreation activity, recreation therapists
are almost always working directly with people.
The Non-TR professionals also help improve the lives of people, but in a more
indirect manner. For example, a theme park executive primarily works from their office
managing the financial, personnel, and safety aspects of their park. They are indirectly
serving people because they are providing them with a fun and safe theme park to enjoy.
Another example is a special events coordinator. They too work mostly from their offices
managing and coordinating all of the details that special events require. Again, they are
indirectly serving people by proving with a safe, fun, and entertaining event they will
enjoy.
In addition, to the direct or indirect people contact premise of the proposed
disparity, service learning opportunities needed by Non-TR students to practice skills
critical to their area are not always provided by collegiate recreation programs. Skills
necessary to a specific position, such as budget management, coordinating and computer
competencies are inherently dependent on the place of employment and will vary
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according to where you work. These skills cannot be practiced adequately until the
student is working in a job capacity. For example, it would be very unusual for a city
parks and recreation director to let a student take over his/her department budgets for a
day. In other words, some skills needed by Non-TR students will have to be learned
while on the job.
For the TR Students, the service learning pedagogy provides student with
opportunities to interact directly with people. Most of the necessary TR skills are
personal skills, such as communication, adaption, and instruction, and need to be
practiced and modified with real people. In order to assess and implement the appropriate
interventions for each client, TR practitioners must have a holistic understanding of each
patient or participant. This critical skill can be gained through service learning.
Based on the nature of the discrepancy between TR and Non-TR concentrations in
the effectiveness of service learning personal and academic outcomes, the researcher
concludes there will always be an inherent difference. This is due to the nature of the
skills required to adequately perform as a TR professional or Non-TR professional and
the abstract concept that TR professionals work more directly with people than Non-TR
professionals, thus making service learning a more conducive pedagogy method for TR
students.
Lastly, the three most important contributions of this study are (1) it proved that
service learning is an effective and beneficial learning pedagogy that can be used by
collegiate recreation faculty to teach the personal and academic competencies needed to
be a successful practitioner in the field of recreation, (2) it was an original study that had
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never been conducted before and it added much need empirical evidence and merit to use
of service learning in the field of recreation. And (3) it revealed an inherent disparity with
utilizing the service learning pedagogy between TR and Non-TR concentrations. It is
genuinely hoped on the part of the researcher that this study’s findings will help
contribute to advancement of the field of recreation both in collegiate settings and in real
world application. Concluding, more research is still needed.
Next Steps
While preliminary results provide evidence that service learning projects are valid
components of a collegiate recreation program, more research is necessary to further
guide collegiate recreation program faculty to diminish the service learning disparity
between TR and Non-TR concentration students. Also, more service learning studies
need to be conducted in other collegiate recreation programs in order to accumulate a
larger sample size. In this age of accountability, quantifiable evidence is non-negotiable
and necessary for evidence of its use in other recreation programs as a whole.
Also, based on the results of this research, it would be interesting to conduct a
study with recent graduates employed in the recreation field (or not) and how they feel
service learning opportunities did or did not help them obtain and perform well in their
job. The findings from this proposed study would add knowledge about how the service
learning pedagogy affects collegiate recreation students.
In conclusion, service learning is a worthwhile learning pedagogy that is
becoming increasingly common in collegiate institutions. Due to the increasing body of
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knowledge and sophistication of new technology in the field of recreation; new and
innovative methods of learning, such as service learning, will need to be research and
tested in order to continue giving collegiate recreation program students a competitive
advantage in the job market.
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Thank you for taking a few minutes to complete
the following survey. We ask you to think about
your experience in the EKU course with a
service component that you took most recently.
Your thoughtful responses on this survey will
provide feedback to the instructor, department
and Eastern Kentucky University to help us
improve this and other EKU service-learning
courses.
Service-learning is the application of academic
skills and knowledge to address a community
need, issue, or problem, and to enhance
student learning. Before this course, had you
previously been involved in service learning, or
taken courses with a service-learning
component?
Yes

No

Please circle the course that you are responding to this survey for:
REC 102

REC 280

REC 512/712

REC 311

REC 460

Estimate the approximate percentage of your IN-CLASS time that was spent on the servicelearning project or activity for this course only. This includes taking part in, preparing for,
discussing, and/or reflecting on the service-learning project or activity.
In Class Percentage:
100

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Other: _____________
Estimate the total number of hours OUT OF CLASS spent in direct work on the service project or
activity during the entire semester.
Out of Class Hours:

0

25

50

75

100

125

150

175

200

What type of service project did you participate in this semester? Please circle all that apply.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Tutor/Mentor (in a school or non-school setting)
Consultation (to an organization or government agency)
Environmental Restoration or Rehabilitation
Educational Programs/Teaching (variety of audiences)
Research or Report (on a tpic of interest for the community or an organization)
Building/Construction (e.g. Habitat for Humanity)
59

7. Political/Policy Change
8. Social Justice Project or Campaign
9. Other: _______________________
We would like to learn about students’ experiences while doing service-learning. If you have a
story that stands out in your experience (interesting, sad, funny, shocking, reflective, etc.), we
would like you to share that story here. This question is optional.
Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements.

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Disagree

Please circle one number per statement.

Strongly
Disagree

The service-learning project in this course…

…helped me better understand people of
different ages, abilities, cultures, or
economic backgrounds.

5

4

3

2

1

…helped me define my personal strengths
and weaknesses

5

4

3

2

1

…encouraged me to seek additional
opportunities to learn about people of
different ages, abilities, cultures, or
economic backgrounds.

5

4

3

2

1

…made me aware of some of my own biases
and prejudices.

5

4

3

2

1

…helped me to clarify my own personal
values.

5

4

3

2

1

…required me to make judgments about
how to behave in new social situations.

5

4

3

2

1

…made me more aware of my possible
impact on others.

5

4

3

2

1

…encouraged me to consider perspectives
other than my own.

5

4

3

2

1

…helped me to see how the material
covered in this course can be useful in

5

4

3

2

1
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everyday life or in other situations.
…provided opportunities to communicate
things I learned in class to people in the
community.

5

4

3

2

1

…helped me better understand the subject
matter of this course.

5

4

3

2

1

…helped me reconsider some of my former
attitudes about social problems.

5

4

3

2

1

Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements.

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Disagree

…manage my time efficiently.

5

4

3

2

1

…plan a project.

5

4

3

2

1

…review my work and evaluate my success at
attaining my goals.

5

4

3

2

1

…work as a member of a team.

5

4

3

2

1

Quite A
Bit

Please circle one number per statement.

Strongly
Disagree

Through the service-learning project in this course, I enhanced my ability to…

To what extent did your course emphasize the following:

Little

Does Not
Apply

Journaling/Reflective Writing

5

4

3

2

1

Group/Class Discussion

5

4

3

2

1

Oral Presentation/Demonstration

5

4

3

2

1

Poster or Visual Demonstration

5

4

3

2

1

Very
Much

Some

Please circle one number per statement.
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Final Report or Research Paper

5

4

3

2

1

Online Work

5

4

3

2

1

Service Learning Contract or Proposal

5

4

3

2

1

Case Study

5

4

3

2

1

Assigned Readings

5

4

3

2

1

Student Portfolio

5

4

3

2

1

Activity Log

5

4

3

2

1

Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements.

Neither
Agree or
Disagree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

After this course is over, I will probably
volunteer or participate in the community
or with individuals served by this course.

5

4

3

2

1

Through this course, I developed a greater
sense of personal responsibility for my own
learning.

5

4

3

2

1

I would have learned more if I spent more
time in the classroom instead of doing
service work.

5

4

3

2

1

Ideas or concepts from other courses were
useful to the service-learning component of
this course.

5

4

3

2

1

The knowledge I gained in this course has
made me more marketable in my chosen
profession.

5

4

3

2

1

Service-learning courses like this one can
provide real benefits to people in the
community.

5

4

3

2

1

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Please circle one number per statement.
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The work I did in this course benefited
some segment of the community.

5

4

3

2

1

I would be interested in participating in
other courses with a service-learning
component.

5

4

3

2

1

EKU should offer service-learning courses
for all students who are interested.

5

4

3

2

1

The service-learning project made this
course more demanding than most course
of equal credit.

5

4

3

2

1

My relationship with the course instructor
or teaching assistant was more positive as a
result of the service-learning activity.

5

4

3

2

1

Please provide any specific comments or suggestions you have for this course:

What is your concentration area in the Recreation and Park Administration Department?
Recreation Management and Programming
Natural Resource Recreation Management
Tourism & Resort Recreation
Therapeutic Recreation
Other: ___________________________________________ (Non RPA majors, please list your
major here).

What is your age? _______________________
What is your sex?

Female

Male
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What is your ethnic origin? (Please circle most appropriate answer).
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

American Indian/Native-American
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic/Latino
Multi-Racial
White
Other: _____________________________
Prefer Not To Report

What year are you in college?
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

1st Year
2nd Year
3rd Year
4th or 5th Year
Graduate – Masters Level
Professional Program
Graduate – Doctoral Level

How many hours per week do you work in a job?: _____________________ hours per week
Do you have any final thoughts or suggestions about service learning at EKU? Remember, since
this survey is anonymous, we will not be able to respond to questions.
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